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plain
The American Great Plains, an immense sweep of land that stretches
east of the Rocky Mountains in the United States, covers part or all of
New Mexico, Texas, Oklahoma, Colorado, Kansas, Nebraska, Wyoming,
Montana, South Dakota, North Dakota, and the Canadian provinces
of Saskatchewan and Alberta. A plain, or a broad, flat, level expanse of
land, supports prairie, or grasses, flowers, herbs, and a few trees. Euro-
Americans referred to the prairie as a sea of grass, a treeless wasteland, a
place where one could easily become lost, without landmarks or bear-
ings. Native Americans—Lakota, Arapahoe, Crow, Cheyenne, Kiowa,
and Comanche—knew it as a lush grazing land for the bison that pro-
vided bountiful food, clothing, and shelter. Robert Louis Stevenson, in
Across the Plains, described the Great Plains as “a world almost without
feature; an empty sky, an empty earth, front and back.” Willa Cather, in
Death Comes for the Archbishop, offers a strikingly different portrait of the
plains sky: “The plain was there, under one’s feet, but what one saw
when one looked about was that brilliant blue world of stinging air and
moving cloud. . . . Elsewhere the sky is the roof of the world; but here
the earth was the floor of the sky. The landscape one longed for when
one was far away, the thing all about one, the world one actually lived in,
was the sky, the sky!” In more current times, crops such as wheat have
replaced the prairie grasses and cattle have replaced the bison in the
semiarid environment, which generally lies 1,000 to 6,000 feet above
sea level. Mary Swander

plateau
An extensive area of nearly level land that rises abruptly above a sur-
rounding landscape on at least one side, known also as tableland, is
called a plateau. Canyons often encroach on or dissect the plateau’s flat
surface, and it is distinguished from similar formations by its breadth—
the Columbia lava plateau of eastern Washington and Oregon, for
instance, is different from the isolated prominence of a mesa, is larger
than a butte, is flat, and presents a dramatic vertical fall on all sides.
Plateau also designates the American Indians who inhabited the plateau
country between the Cascades and Rockies, and the food-gathering
culture there. Larry Woiwode

platin
Platin is a French Canadian term, used also in New England, for a flat,
or floodplain—for example, the Green River in New Brunswick where it

To those not attuned to their

subtleties the plains are merely

monotonous emptiness. But to

those who love them, the plains

are endlessly fascinating, a

place where the constant inter-

play of land and sky is always

dramatic; gloomy sometimes,

but more often uplifting. 
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